On Monday morning 28 January 1861, Dr William Baly was at St Bartholomew's Hospital. He began his day there at 0830h with a lecture in the series 'The Principles and Practice of Medicine', and he went on to take outpatients at 1100 h. During the morning he received a telegram requesting him to go to Guildfordl. He accordingly caught the 1710 h Portsmouth train from Waterloo, London and South Western Railway, that evening. The train was derailed just beyond Wimbledon, at Raynes Park, close to the Epsom line junction; 19 passengers were injured and one, Dr Baly, was killed. The track was in poor condition, with variations in gauge up to 3 in.; repair work was going on but not completed. The engine's tender became derailed and took most of the train with it down the 20 ft embankment. Dr Baly's body was found, so terribly disfigured that it could be identified only from his clothes, in what remained of a first-class compartment. The two other passengers in the compartment survived. Colonel William Yolland, RE, reporting on the accident to the Board of Trade, thought it possible that Dr Baly had just opened one of the doors and was thrown through the doorway when the crash took place.
William Baly, born in 1814 at King's Lynn, attended University College, London, and St Bartholomew's Hospital (1831-1834), and studied in Paris, Heidelberg, and Berlin, where he graduated MD in 1836. Returning to London, he became a specialist in the hygiene of prisons and on dysentery, enteric fever, and cholera (on which he wrote a joint report with [Sir] William Gull, 1854). He lectured on forensic medicine at St Bartholomew's from 1841 and became FRCP in 1846 and FRS in 1847. He had come to be regarded as one of the brightest ornaments of the medical profession. The staff and students at the hospital subscribed for a posthumous portrait to be painted (from a photograph) by J P Knight, RA; this was exhibited at the Academy in 1863 and now hangs in the Great Hall of St Bartholomew's Hospital (Figure 1 ). Dr Baly had been appointed an Extraordinary Physician to the Queen in 1859, on the recommendation of Sir James Clark, the principal physician, and with the warm approval of the Queen and the Prince Consort. They were informed of his death by telegram on 29 January 1861. Writing to 7 Courthope Villas, London SW19 4EH, England Baron Stockmar the next day, the Prince said that 'he had gained our entire confidence'; and returning to the subject on 9 February he again wrote to Stockmar: 'Es ist ein ungeheurer Verlust fur uns' (It is an enormous loss for us). Sir Theodore Martin's footnote on this, in the authorized biography of the Prince, was: 'the loss of a physician who had begun to know his constitution and habits, and had his entire confidence, was indeed serious'.
As the year 1861 went on, the Queen was made depressed, and at times it seems almost hysterical, by a succession of unhappy events. The death of her mother, the Duchess of Kent, at the age of 74 on 16 March provoked in her an extravagant outpouring of grief and something like a nervous breakdown: 'I feel so truly verwaist [orphaned]', she wrote to her uncle King Leopold of the Belgians. Despite some coolness between the Queen and her mother at the time of her accession in 1837 and in the next few years, their relations had recently become closer. The Queen's unremitting expressions of grief were remarked upon; Lord Clarendon wrote in March of her 'morbid melancholy' and in April reported the private opinion of Dr Ferguson, a royal accoucheur, that her mind was 'far from satisfactory'. This did not signify that the Queen was anything like being mentally deranged; but it does suggest that her behaviour was becoming increasingly difficult for those around her.
On 12 November news arrived that both Prince Ferdinand and King Pedro of Portugal (related through the Coburgs) had died of typhoid fever. Still worse news came on the same day, via Baron Stockmar in Coburg, that the Prince of Wales had been engaged in an 'amorous escapade' while in camp at the Curragh in Ireland that summer. The Prince Consort took 4 days to reflect on this dreadful intelligence before sending his son at Cambridge a 'long, reproachful and forgiving letter which must have cost him much pain to write'2. On Friday 22 November he went to inspect the military college at Sandhurst; he returned soaked to the skin and shivering. Next Monday he went to Madingley, Cambridge, to 'have things out' with Bertie, the Prince of Wales. He did this with frankness and affection, pretending that the Queen knew nothing of the affair. He returned to Windsor on Tuesday 26 November, feeling and looking terribly low. His fatal illness had already begun. The doctors diagnosed influenza3.
At the weekend a draft dispatch to Lord Lyons, British Minister at Washington, prepared by Lord John Russell, the foreign secretary, with the approval of the prime minister, Lord Palmerston, was received at Windsor. This related to the Trent affair. The war between the USA under Lincoln and the Confederate States under Jefferson Davis had been in progress since April 1861. The Confederate government was anxious to secure recognition from the European powers, particularly from Britain and France, and it dispatched two special 'commissioners', Senators James M Mason and John Slidell, for this purpose. They embarked at Havana on the British steamer Trent, which was stopped on the high seas by the US warship San Jacinto, the envoys being removed. The draft demanded disavowal of this action and redress for it, in terms that no self-respecting government could have accepted. (The Admiralty had indeed been directed to deploy ships in readiness for a state of war, and orders were given to reinforce the British garrison in Canada.) The Prince disapproved of the sharp tone adopted, and at 0700h on Sunday 1 December he forced himself to his desk and worked hard to redraft the dispatch in such terms as Washington could accept without humiliation. Palmerston and Russell concurred; the dispatch went as amended by the Prince; Secretary of State Seward was relieved to find it courteous and friendly, not dictatorial or menacing; the men taken off the Trent were liberated; and there was no war between Britain and the USA. That was the Prince's most valuable indeed invaluablecontribution to his adopted country's foreign policy.
At 0800 h that Sunday morning he wrote to the Queen (they often exchanged written notes, even when they were in the same building): 'I am so weak I have scarcely been able to hold the pen'. He attended service in St George's chapel that day, but could eat nothing. No bulletin on his condition was issued until 8 December, when it was stated that the Prince had a feverish cold but there were 'no unfavourable symptoms'. There were further bulletins on 1 1 and 12 December; the one issued on 13 December was the first to sound an ominous note. The Prince died at 2250h on the next day, 14 December; the certificate gave the cause of death as typhoid fever and bronchopneumonia. There was much public that is, press-indignation at the meagreness of the information supplied, coupled perhaps with resentment of the fact that so eminent a person should have contracted a disease commonly associated with bad drains. There had, however, already been a typhoid epidemic at Windsor in 1859, with a mortality rate of 20%; 30 of the royal servants were affected. Where else the Prince may have caught the infection cannot of course be established. He was in London on 10 November for a meeting of the governors of Wellington College, and it may have been there, or on the Sandhurst visit on 22 November, or while he was at Cambridge on 25-26 November. But these are pure conjectures; it is not necessary to look beyond the Windsor drains.
Much attention has been paid to the question whether more effective treatment might have been given if the court physicians had brought in more professional help at an early stage. On 2 December Lord Palmerston visited Windsor and was so much alarmed by the Prince's appearance that he suggested that his own physician, Robert Ferguson, should be called in; but the Queen wanted no more medical advice. 'Good kind old Sir James [Clark] . . . reassured me and explained to Dr Jenner too that there was no cause whatever for alarm-either present or future. It was not likely to turn into low fever.' The Queen, like many others, was inclined to put her confidence in people who told her what she wanted to hear.
On 7 December 'gastric fever' was declared. The dreaded word 'typhoid' had been used by Clark and Jenner to the Queen on 6 December, but nothing of this was communicated to the public. It seems certain that this reticence was insisted on by the court officials who thought that at all costs the Queen must not be further disturbed. They must have dreaded her outbursts of temper.
If the competent and trusted Dr Baly had been in attendance, would things have taken any other course? It is difficult, from what is known of the best professional experience and opinion at the time, to believe that any known treatment, if applied, would have saved the Prince's life once the fever had taken hold. In the opinion of Dr A G W Whitfield, in his study of the Prince's last illness, 'it mattered little if at all who had been the Prince Consort's medical attendants during his final illness'; the view universally held at that time was that the disease must 'take its course' and that any kind of intervention would be futile if not actually harmful3.
But there is another possibility: that if Dr Baly had not been killed in January but had been there, he would have used his influence and the trust that the royal couple reposed in him to insist on complete rest in bed from the first. Instead, the Prince struggled to go on leading his customary daily round of hard official duty and in attending to his children. Elizabeth Longford touched on this in her Victoria RI: 'One cannot help feeling that if young Dr Baly had been in charge there would have been less of the patient walking about, showing pictures to little Arthur and hearing Baby's French verses between bouts of delirium'2.
There is, however, more to it than this. If clear medical orders for 'complete bed rest' had been given when 'influenza' had been diagnosed on 26 November, and if there had been less anxiety to avoid upsetting the Queen, the Prince might never have been allowed to see the draft dispatch to Washington. The Queen, with the Prince's case being now known as serious, would hardly have sat down to revise it herself; and it would almost certainly have gone off in something like its original form. Britain and the USA might have gone to war there were plenty of voices on both sides of the Atlantic that would have been in favour of it. What then would the consequences for both nations have been? All this can only be hypothesis; but the absence of Dr William Baly from Windsor Castle in late November and early December 1861 may have had important consequences.
Such speculation can only raise an 'if' of Victorian history. It is at least possible that a miserable accident on the London and South Western Railway had a significant effect on the course of British and American history.
